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Indonesian Language Policy: A Review   
Bambang Suwarno 




Abstract—Indonesia has been regarded as successful in 
developing an indigenous official and national language, the 
Indonesian language. However new challenges arise, namely, 
the need to master English in the age of globalization and the 
need to conserve heritage languages. In these matters, the 
Indonesian language policy may be less successful, as the 
mastery of English remains low and the number of heritage 
language speakers is generally decreasing. Therefore, a new 
perspective may be required in order that the Indonesian 
people could adequately cultivate English and conserve their 
heritage languages. This would require the understanding of 
three aspects. The first aspect involves the significance of 
multilingualism and language ecology. The second aspect deals 
with the domains of language behavior. The third aspect 
concerns some possible areas for the development of heritage 
languages and English in the Indonesian language policy, in 
order to fulfill the stipulation of the Constitution. The 
conclusion is that, in order to stem the deterioration of heritage 
languages and to cultivate fluency in English, the Indonesian 
language policy might need a comprehensive review. It is 
recommended that a critical review is performed on existing 
regulations, pertaining to language matters, at the national as 
well as regional levels.  
 
Keywords- Indonesian language 
I.  INTRODUCTION   
Indonesia is a multilingual country. With more than seven 
hundred heritage languages spoken by the indigenous 
population (Ethnologue, 2016), there is a need for developing 
a lingua franca for the whole country. In this respect, 
Indonesia belongs to few countries that manage to select 
indigenous languages for their national and official 
languages. The country managed to develop the indigenous 
Malay language into Bahasa Indonesia (the Indonesian 
language), the national and official language of the Republic 
of Indonesia, just as Tanzania managed to develop Swahili 
into its national and official language. 
The Indonesian accomplishment might be more 
remarkable, considering that a number of countries failed to 
develop their indigenous language even long after 
independence. Yet, in Indonesia, the decision to adopt the 
Indonesian language was already made on 28th October, 
1928, nearly two decades before independence, when the 
youth delegates from various regions of the then Nederland’s 
Indie declared a solemn pledge, Soempah Pemoeda (the 
Youth Pledge), which, among others, declared that the 
Indonesian language was to be the language of unification for 
the future Republic of Indonesia (Montolalu and Suryadinata, 
2007). 
The Indonesian Founding Fathers elevated the pledge into 
a national policy and planning, in which the objective is the 
promotion of as the state and national language in all domains 
(Halim, 1976). In this context, the 1945 Constitution 
stipulates the following instruction. 
Article 36 
Bahasa Negara ialah Bahasa Indonesia [The state 
language is the Indonesian language]. 
Since then, a concerted effort has been undertaken, from 
the central government to regional governments, to establish 
the Indonesian language as the sole language in public affairs, 
from administration and education to mass media (Musgrave, 
2010).  
The undertaking has been a success story (Lauder, 2008; 
Paauw, 2009). After six decades of independence the use of 
the Indonesian language is well-established and the 
Indonesian language has often been cited as an example of 
success in language planning (Moeliono, 1986). The rise of 
Indonesian language, from a small regional language to a 
modernized language that is widely spoken in Indonesia, has 
also been hailed as a great political and linguistic triumph 
(Kaplan and Baldauf, 2003). 
However, against the backdrop of this situation, there is a 
somber note in that while the promotion of the national and 
official language has been a great success, there is evidence 
that the heritage languages are deteriorating and that the 
development of English language has not been satisfactory. 
In this respect, it is necessary to examine the language 
situation in Indonesia. 
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development of English language has not been satisfactory. 
In this respect, it is necessary to examine the language 
situation in Indonesia. 
II. THE LANGUAGE SITUATION IN INDONESIA  
 Multilingualism used to be the norm in Indonesia, even in 
areas where one language dominated (Musgrave, 2010). 
Formerly, the Indonesian language was used solely in some 
formal domains (in education, workplace, government 
administration), predominantly in other formal domains (in 
religion and national and regional mass media), and 
complimentarily in informal domains (e.g., in the 
community where people spoke with fellow Indonesians 
from other ethnic groups). Heritage languages were used in 
limited manner in few formal domains (in the three first 
years of primary education and regional mass media) and 
exclusively in informal domains (in the family and 
community of the same ethnic group). English was used in 
limited manner in few formal domains (education, mass 
media, and communication with foreigners). There were 
separate but complimentary functions for the Indonesian 
language, the heritage languages, and English.  
However, the language constellation has drastically 
changed. The Indonesian language has become the dominant 
language in all levels of governments and in printed as well 
as electronic mass media. It is the sole language for 
communication among people from different ethnic 
languages. It is the H language and holds a high prestige. 
 By contrast, the use of heritage languages is 
receding. Due to its restricted use in public domains and the 
fact that they are mostly used in traditional or rural 
situations, they lack prestige and constitute the L language. 
As their vocabulary is restricted with respect to science and 
technology, people may find them increasingly difficult to 
use in various significant needs.   
Although there are views that Indonesian heritage 
languages are generally safe (e.g., Nababan, 1991), 
especially those in western Indonesia (Musgrave, 2010), 
there are indications that the situation might be more critical. 
In 1976, a conference on heritage languages expressed a 
deep concern that heritage languages were losing prestige, 
that some declined so much and might be dying out, and that 
functions that had been served by heritage languages were 
increasingly taken over by the Indonesian language (Balai 
Penelitian Bahasa Yogyakarta, 1975). There is also a 
concern that the shift among Indonesian heritage languages 
took place as they could not compete with the Indonesian 
language (Gunarwan, 2006). 
The concern seems justified, as data from 
Montolalu and Suryadinata (2007) revealed a decline in the 
use of Indonesian heritage languages. For example, in the 
span of two decades (from 1980 to 2000), the Javanese 
language speakers went down from 44.44% to 34.70%, 
while the Sundanese language speakers decreased from 
15.06% to 13.86%. This decrease is in contrast to the rise of 
the speakers of Bahasa Indonesia, who grew from 11.93% to 
34.00%, a threefold increase, during the same period. 
Several studies and observation confirm that a general 
decline, in number of users and attitude, indeed takes place 
in heritage languages (Alip, 1993; Hardjatmo and Aruan, in 
Sumarsono & Partana, 2000; Gunarwan, 2001; Yadnya, 
2003; Kurniasih, 2006; Mardikantoro, 2007; Basri, 2008; 
Subroto et al., 2008).  
The findings confirm to what Crystal (2000) 
describes as symptoms of language decline, in which young 
people find that their heritage languages are less relevant to 
their new needs,  that parents and children feel ashamed to 
use the heritage languages, and that parents use the heritage 
languages increasingly less to their children or in front of 
their children. 
Probably the following excerpt from Kurniasih 
(2006) may eloquently summarize the seriousness of the 
situation. Kurniasih conducted an exploration in on the use 
of Javanese language in Yogyakarta. It is to be noted that the 
Javanese language is the heritage language with the largest 
speakers in Indonesia. In fact, with more than 80 millions of 
speakers, it belongs to one of the largest heritage languages 
in the world (Ethnologue, 2016). Furthermore, Yogyakarta is 
considered as one of two centers of the Javanese language 
and culture (the other being Surakarta). It is also to be noted 
that heritage language is often referred as the mother tongue. 
However, Kurniasih (2006) found that fewer 
mothers than fathers speak the Javanese language with their 
children, and this situation is more pronounced among the 
middle class mothers. For example, she found that on 
parental choice for the language at home, among the middle 
class parents, 88% of the mothers and 39% of the fathers use 
only the Indonesian language, and 0% of neither parents use 
only the Javanese language. Among working parents, the 
situation slightly improve with respect to the Javanese 
language, i.e., 0% of them use only the Indonesian language 
to their children. Even here, only a minority of the mothers 
(19%) use only the Javanese language, as compared to 60% 
on the part of the fathers. 
The magnitude of the problem would be obvious 
once it is realized that in the heartland of Javanese language, 
one of the largest heritage languages in the world, the mother 
tongue is slowly abandoned by the mothers, which, in turn, 
disrupt the intergenerational transmission of the heritage 
language, a major component in the conservation of heritage 
language. If this could happen to the largest heritage 
language in Indonesia, then one may surmise what the 
situations could be for other heritage languages. 
   While the heritage languages are in a depressed 
situation, English has not fared better. As a foreign language, 
it is little used in public and community domains and not 
used in the family domain. As a consequence, there are very 
little input, opportunities for communication, and 
inducement for social integration, whereas they constitute 
important factors for acquisition (Klein, 1986). English is 
mainly cultivated through education. However, the general 
consensus is that the teaching of English in Indonesian 
schools is not successful (Bautista and Gonzales, 2006).  For 
example, Quinn, as quoted in Lowenberg (1991), found that 
high school graduates in Indonesia, after 6 years of English 
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instruction, had an average reading vocabulary of l000 
words, far below the target in the national curriculum of a 
4000-word receptive vocabulary. He also found that only 5% 
could read simple books in English. In short, the English 
standard of Indonesian students was generally low 
(Montolalu and Suryadinata, 2007).  
In summary, the present Indonesian language 
situation is largely monolingual, as a result of a policy that 
has emphasized the Indonesian language but often ignored 
heritage languages and foreign languages (Montolalu and 
Suryadinata, 2007). Mulhauser (1996) even predicts that the 
present multilingual situation is transitional and, within two 
generations onwards, it may lead to monolingualism in the 
Indonesian language. In order to understand how this 
situation comes to pass, it is necessary to understand 
multilingualism and language ecology. 
III. MULTILINGUALISM, DIGLOSSIA, AND LANGUAGE 
ECOLOGY THE LANGUAGE SITUATION IN INDONESIA  
According to Fishman (1972a), bilingualism refers to 
individual while diglossia refers to society. Bilingualism is 
the situation in which an individual employs two or more 
languages for communication, while diglossia is the situation 
in which a society recognizes two or more languages for 
communication. Multilingualism is often used as another 
term for bilingualism. 
Fishman (1972a) further asserts that in a diglossic 
situation, the use of different linguistic codes could only be 
stable if a code serves different functions than those served 
by another code. In other words, a diglossic situation could 
only be maintained if a set of behaviors, attitudes, and values 
are expressed in one language while another set of behaviors, 
attitudes, and values are supported by another. In this 
constellation, both sets are accepted as legitimate, separate, 
and complementary. 
Such a constellation requires a supportive language 
environment and ecology. According to Haugen (1972), 
“Language ecology may be defined as the study of 
interactions between a language and its environment” 
(p.325). The environment is the society that uses the 
language. He further states that language exists in the minds 
of its users and that it only functions in relating these users to 
one another and to nature.  Thus, an aspect of the ecology is 
psychological, namely, its interaction with other languages in 
the minds of multilingual speakers. Another aspect of the 
ecology is sociological, namely, its interaction with the 
society who use it as a medium of communication.   
 Haugen (1972) maintains that, within these 
interactions, the multilingualism could be stable or 
transitional. When a speech community that use language A 
come in contact with dominant language B, successive 
changes may occur. Firstly, it might start with monolingual 
situation A. Then, it might change into bilingual situations 
Ab (A dominant, B subordinate), AB (A and B equal), and aB 
(A subordinate, B dominant). Finally, it might end up with 
monolingual situation B. The bilingual situations are at first 
supplementary (Ab), in which B is occasionally used for 
formal purposes. Then, it is complementary (AB), in which 
the two languages are used alternately according to important 
functions in the speakers’ lives. Finally it is replacive (aB), in 
which A has become only a language used marginally while 
B fulfills all important functions. 
 In Indonesian situation, there are indications that the 
language situation leads to replacive bilingualism. In the first 
decades following independence, the constellation between 
heritage languages (H) and the Indonesian language (I) was 
Hi (heritage languages dominant, the Indonesian language 
subordinate). In the subsequent decades, the situation was HI 
(heritage languages and the Indonesian language equal; the 
heritage languages function in family and community 
domains; the Indonesian language functions in other public 
domains). Recently the situation changes to hI (heritage 
languages subordinate; the Indonesian language dominant). 
Formerly, the Indonesian language is the language with 
status, while the heritage languages are the languages with 
intimacy. However, in recent years, the Indonesian language 
has become the language of intimacy as well, even in the 
family. Thus, the demise of heritage languages occurs 
because the traditional domains in which they were formerly 
used, i.e., family and community, have been progressively 
taken by the Indonesian language. In these situations, English 
is peripheral, as it is used in a very limited manner, i.e., in 
some mass media, education and in communication with 
foreigners.  
  In order to revise the situation for the heritage 
languages, Crystal (2000) emphasizes the importance of 
bilingualism/multilingualism and positive attitude for 
heritage languages. He asserts that bilingualism facilitates co-
existence among several languages, because their functions 
are different. The dominant language facilitates outward 
movement from the heritage community, new standards of 
living, and new quality of life. By contrast, heritage 
languages enable their speakers to express their identity as 
members of their community, foster family ties, maintain 
social relationships and preserve historical links.  
On the other hand, the continuing meager cultivation of 
English takes place because its cultivation depends mostly in 
the classroom, with very limited time for practice. Outside the 
classroom there is very little incentive to use the language 
among community members, as there is very little use of the 
language in any domain. 
Therefore, if the heritage languages are to be maintained 
and English is to be cultivated, provision for their uses need 
to be accorded in various domains. In the case of heritage 
languages, there is also a need for the return of their 
traditional domains (community and family). In order to 
properly discuss this aspect, a review of the concept of 
domain is necessary. 
IV. DOMAINS OF LANGUAGE BEHAVIOR 
Fishman (1972b) gives the following definition of 
domain. 
Domain is a socio-cultural construct abstracted from 
topics of communication, relationships between 
communicators, and locales of communication, in accord 
with the institutions of a society and the spheres of 
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activity of a speech community, in such a way that 
individual behavior and social patterns could be 
distinguished from each other and yet related to each 
other [p.20]. 
In short, domain is a higher order abstraction or 
summarization, derived from a detailed study of the face-to-
face interactions in which language choice is embedded.  
Fishman (1972b) further emphasizes that language 
behavior is a reflection of socio-cultural patterning. As a 
result, there is no fixed set of domains that is applicable to all 
multilingual settings. In other words, different types of 
multilingual speech communities could be analyzed in 
different domains of language use, whether they are defined 
intuitively, theoretically, or empirically.  
In connection with language research, Fishman (1972b) 
argues that, as a construct, domain originates in the 
integrative intuition of the researcher. Thus, a researcher has 
some discretion in categorizing the domains in his/her study. 
However, domains basically could be distinguished into 
public domains (e.g., education, governmental administration, 
workplace and mass media) and private domains (e.g., family 
and community/neighborhood). 
Within a territory, whether a country or region, the 
provision of domains is usually performed through language 
policy and planning and this requires a short review on the 
nature of language policy and planning. 
V. LANGUAGE POLICY AND PLANNING DOMAINS OF 
LANGUAGE BEHAVIOR 
Language policy is a term that is often used in 
combination with language planning. According to Spolsky 
(2004), language policy denotes language planning by the 
government. Meanwhile, Cooper (1989) declares that 
language planning refers to deliberate efforts to influence the 
behavior of others with respects to the acquisition, structure, 
or functional allocation of language codes. As the difference 
between language policy and language planning is not always 
clear cut, the two terms are often combined to form an 
umbrella term LPP (language policy and planning).  
Cooper (1989) declares that LPP could take explicit, 
implicit, or absent forms. It operates in three distinct 
activities, i.e., status, acquisition, and corpus promotions. 
Status promotion consists of establishing a language in 
domains or institutions, or creating the environment for the 
use of a language, or deciding the status of a language (e.g., 
promoting a language as a national language). Acquisition 
promotion comprises disseminating a language among 
speakers. Corpus promotion involves improving the language 
structure (e.g., inventing new terms) (Spolsky & Shohamy, 
2000). 
A language policy aims to promote or maintain language 
(s). Although the policy is usually performed by 
governmental agencies, Kaplan and Baldauf (1997) assert 
that community support is indispensable. In particular, when 
dealing with language survival, these conditions are essential, 
i.e., (1) parents must transmit the language to their children, 
(2) a more powerful language (H variety) should not be 
imposed on a less powerful one (L variety); also, functional 
registers must be retained, (3) the community of speakers 
must be stable or expanding. They stress that without 
community support, stable language ecology could not 
develop and language planning might not bring sustained 
change. Finally, they warn that the language maintenance 
should not aim to restore the past; rather, it should transform 
the language to meet the present language needs in important 
language domains.   
At the heart of language policy and planning is the world 
view of whether or not multilingualism is essential. If 
multilingualism is considered essential, then provisions need 
to be made for the use of non-national languages (English and 
heritage languages) in various domains (Suwarno, 2006). By 
contrast, if it is not considered essential, then provisions for 
the use of non-national languages are restricted in various 
domains.  
After reviewing various concepts that are related to 
language policy and planning, attention could now be shifted 
to the need for development of Indonesian language policy 
for heritage languages and English. 
VI. THE NEED FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT IN 
INDONESIAN LANGUAGE POLICY  
Humans need to engage in wider communication as well 
as to preserve identity (Widdowson,1982). At present, with 
the advent of globalization, Indonesians need to engage in (1) 
wider, international communication between Indonesian and 
foreigners, (2) wider, national communication among various 
ethnic groups and preservation of identity as Indonesians, and 
(3) local communication and preserving identity in ethnic 
groups.  
To attain these goals, Indonesians need to maintain and 
develop the Indonesian language as the national and official 
language, cultivate English as an international language for 
competitive power in the global age (Naisbitt & Aburdene, 
1990; Pekerti, 1998; Toffler, 1990) and maintain heritage 
languages, an obligation that is also recommended by the 
United Nations (Mayor and Binde, 2001).  
In the face of the decline in Indonesian heritage languages 
and the low mastery of English among Indonesian 
population, there is a need to develop Indonesian language 
policy in the future, in order to fulfill the spirit of Soempah 
Pemuda (The Youth Pledge) and the stipulation of the 1945 
Constitution. Thus, further development of language policy is 
necessary for heritage languages and English.  
With respect to these languages, the 1945 Constitution 
stipulates as follows, 
Article 31, Verse 5 
Pemerintah memajukan ilmu pengetahuan dan teknologi 
dengan menjunjung tinggi nilai-nilai agama dan 
persatuan bangsa untuk kemajuan peradaban serta 
kesejahteraan umat manusia [The government advances 
science and technology by upholding the values on 
religion and national unity for the progress of civilization 
and human welfare].  
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Article 32, Verse 2 
Negara menghormati dan memelihara bahasa daerah 
sebagai kekayaan budaya nasional [The state respects 
and conserves the ethnic languages as a national cultural 
richness]. 
With Article 32, Verse 2, it is obvious that heritage 
language conservation is mandatory, and thus adequate 
measures are obligatory, ones that guarantee the survival of 
the heritage languages among their speakers. With Article 31, 
Verse 5, it could be argued that as mastery of English is 
indispensable for the advancement of science and technology, 
effective measures are also required to cultivate the language 
among the population.  
In order to cultivate English more adequately, there is a 
need to consider the possibility of greater use of English in 
various domains, i.e., workplace,  education, and mass 
media, both electronic and printed. The enlargement of 
domains hopefully may lend greater relevance of English in 
daily life, which, in turns, may improve people motivation to 
acquire and learn English. Equally importantly, this condition 
could give a lot of opportunity for practicing English, a key 
requirement in the learning and acquisition of any language.  
Similarly, in order to conserve heritage languages more 
appropriately, there is a need to consider the possibility of 
greater use of heritage languages in various domains, i.e.., 
workplace, education, and mass media, both electronic and 
printed. The enlargement of domains hopefully may lend 
greater relevance of heritage languages in daily life, which, in 
turns, may improve people motivation to acquire and learn 
heritage languages. Equally importantly, this condition could 
give a lot of opportunity for practicing heritage languages, a 
key requirement in the learning and acquisition of any 
language.  
In this respect, various regional bylaws (e.g., the Edaran 
gubernur DIY tentang penggunaan bahasa Jawa pada hari 
tertentu, or the Yogyakarta governor circular on the use of 
Javanese on certain day) may be a necessary first step. 
However, it is absolutely necessary to stress the use of 
heritage languages in the home and community domains. 
Unfortunately, at present there is no regulation in that 
direction. Therefore, there seems to be an urgent need to 
review existing regulations that concern languages, such as 
UU No 24/Tahun 2009 (Law No 24/Year 2009) on language, 
which cover extensive areas on languages use,  and UU No. 
20/Tahun 2006 (Law No 20/Year 2006) on national 
education, which have some stipulations on language use. 
VII. CONCLUSION    
Indonesia has been regarded as exemplary in its language 
policy with respect to promoting and developing the 
Indonesian language as an official and national language. 
However, the Constitution explicitly obliged the government 
to conserve heritage languages and indirectly suggest the 
need to cultivate English. As a consequence, the Indonesian 
language policy still needs to be developed in order to 
achieve success in conserving heritage languages and 
English. This requires an understanding and promotion of 
multilingualism, in which various languages, i.e., the 
Indonesian language, heritage languages, and English, could 
exist and develop in harmony. This, in turns, requires the 
expansion of domains for heritage languages and English, 
especially in the public domains for English, and the public 
and private domains for heritage languages.  
The expansion of domains for heritage languages and 
English typically requires the construction of a suitable 
language policy, at the national and regional levels. Therefore 
thorough reviews for existing rules and regulations, at the 
national as well as regional levels, are urgently required. If 
the reviews show that they are inadequate, some revisions 
would be recommended. Hopefully, through such 
development, the constitutional mandate could be fulfilled 
and Indonesia could achieve a balanced language policy, one 
which fosters the atmosphere of multilingualism, prepare the 
Indonesian for globalization while conserving self-identity 
(globalisasi tanpa kehilangan jati diri). 
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